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The Military Assistance Advisory Group officers and enlisted men arnved in Saigon and took up temporary quarters at

the Base Militaire. Col. . ] (.i”t'\pn', who was senior to Colonel Harris,

W'lnyn the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG), Indochina, was assumed temporary command, and at the end of the month the Department

approved, General l"“"'.‘“' appointed the U.S. military "“t"_‘""‘" Col of Defense selected Brig. Gen. Francis G. Brink as the commander. ™
Lee V. Harris, as acting chief. In September 1950 the first contingent. of Few American officers had gained more experience in Asia than General
s b

Brink. Fifty-seven years old at the time of his appointment, he had served

three years in the Philippines before World War II, and dunng the war he

had been a military observer in Singapore, the Dutch East Indies, and Burma

and then chief of the Operations Division of the Southeast Asia Command

As chief of the Army Advisory Staff in China in 1948 and 1949, he had

witnessed the defeat of Chiang Kai-shek's forces. Given that background,

General Brink, as he stepped from a plane at Tan Son Nhut Airport on the

outskirts of Saigon on 9 October 1950, likely had few dlusions about the
difficulty of his assignment

By that time the Military Assistance Advisory Group had grown to about

65 officers and enlisted men and a civilian clerk. The Army section, headed

by a colonel, was divided into five branches: Aid Supply, Transport, Techni-

cal Services, Logistics, and Operations. Each branch was small, about 6

officers and enlisted men. The single avilian, a clerk-stenographer borrowed

from the American legation, was unequal to the large load of administrative

CMH Files paperwork generated by the group, and even after 6 more clerks were added

in February 1951 the clerical and administrative staff remained too small.*

A serious consequence of the small staff was that the Military Assistance
Advisory Group could not monitor adequately the distribution of military
equipment. With no one assigned to that job, American officials had to rely
on receipts furmished by the French. The advisory group’s observation and
supervision activities usually amounted to little more than obtaining a French
signature for equipment and hoping that the equipment would be distributed
as agreed. -

The few men of the MAAG Army section worked as inspection teams to
observe the use of American equipment by French and Vietnamese military
units. According to the terms of the Pentalateral Mutual Defense Assistance
Pact—signed by France, the United States, and the Associated States of
Indochina on 23 December 1950—which set the ground rules for military
assastance, the French were to extend faclhihes to the .ul\:\('l}' group "Ireely
and fully to carry out their assigned responsibilities [for] observation of the
progress and the technical use made of the assistance granted % But French
officials gave that provision a peculiar interpretation that made the Army

e —————————————————————————— inspections far from successful. They allowed no observation of units In
Ml 'US surplus equipment given to Erench forces in Indochina
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combal operations, and inspections in
the rear areas had to be arranged two
months in advanc Il the eguest
wias .1_.v|-n1|1'|\1, the American inspe
bon team, usually an officer and an
enlisted man, had to make a formal,
almost ceremonial inspection, with
the entire unit turned out in forma
ton. A furthe: complication was
that ftew of the z.l‘-|'l'|fil‘n( othicers
and noncommissioned officers spoke
French, and none spoke Vietnamese,

wst questions and remarks had
to be hltered through an interpreter
Under these arcumstances, almost all
uniis recerved ratings of “very pood’
or "excellent.”

In contrast, the MAACG Air Force
and Navy teams were far more criti xS 2

. : General Brink

cal of French methods of utibzing aid
equipment, French air and naval ases were located in secure areas,
and their air and naval craft normally operated from the same bases for
weeks or months at a ime. The use and maintenance of their equipment thus
could be checked more adequately and more frequently

In mid-1951 the Air Force sechion was reporting the “bad operational
habits” of French mechanics, ating in parbcular “the lack of appreciation of
satety precautions, lack of respect for preventive maintenance,” and the
“standard French procedure of drinking while working.”™ Later in the year
Alr Force observers reporled that French amrcralt were so dirly that checking
them thoroughly before and after flights was impossible, Another reporl
noted that insufficient maintenance was draining spare parts: "l nder thess
conditions,” the observers concluded, “no amount of logistical support st

plied [to the French]

Ip-
will greatly reduce the difficulties now being experni
enced by the French Air Force in maintaining sufficient aircraft at opera
tional level.”" Similarly, MAAG Navy in ipectors reported in May 1952 that
American vessels which had been turned over to the French in excellent
condition were now rusty and dirty, The French sailors were also “sloppy
and unkempt.”"™

I'he problem of misuse of equipment was compounded by tenuous
supply line that stretched halfway around the world. The advisory group

often had to cope with unexpected shortages or delays. During heavy Hghting
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in 1951 around the town of Vinh Yen, for example, General Brink had to fly
to Far East Command headquarters in Tokyo to obtain critical supplies for the
French. In June of that year, during flighting in the town of Phat Diem, the
French suddenly ran dangerously short of 105-mm. howitzer ammunition
Again General Brink Hew to Tokyo to work out an emergency arrangement
whereby the French would get ammunition directly from the stockpiles of the
Far East Command

Keeping track of the large amount of equipment continually arrniving in
Vietnam was even more difficult than coping with shortages. The equipment
was ~.|u|‘|\mi directlv from the Umted States, from jJapan, from the loint
LS, Military Assistance Advisory Group in France, and from other parts ol
Furope, Many shipments, especially those from outside the United States
were so inadequately documented that the MAAG personnel could not iden
tifv exactly where they came from. ™

Moreover, -\1('-~|':l\ repeated requests, the French refused to produce any
detailed accounting of the American equipment they had received from
sources other than the continental United States.” Because of an archak
record-keeping system, they were perhaps simply unable to provide the
detailed information needed. The hirst MAAG logistics officer, Lt. Col. 5. Fred
Cummings, Ir., for example, discovered to his surprise that the French had
no stock-control system. “Requisitions were filled,” he noted, “without giving
recognmuion o previous unhfilled requests., By |‘.'rn-f|r'.3'_ out his six enhisted
men to the principal French supply depots, Cummings succeeded in a few
months in establishing at least a makeshift stock-control system ™

Another principal MAAG function was to screen ad requests from the
French in the light of criteria established by the Jont Chiefs of Staff, by
budget ceilings, and by authorized force levels. Yet the group had little
mformation to use n l'\.l]\l.lllll‘\( French re x|m‘~.l-.. since the French from 195
through 1953 never discussed their strategic plans with the Amencans, “We
were not oo certain |ll“l what program the French and Associated States had
tor Indochina,” recalled Colonel Cummings. ""They never even provided ue
with an order of battle.”™

When they received a draft program or request from the French, American
officers would carefully review it, blue-pencil questionable items, and then
ask the French to provide more information on those items.™ Yet even when
the information did not come, American examiners seldom went so far as o
-|t'||'h' an item "\'vhl,‘n ||h‘r|' was dl-'. l"'.," one othceer (l‘\ﬂl”('li, matenal was

left in the program
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~ Even that light-handed lex\ y failed to satisty the I'rench. ln_ lanuary 19?-1 CMH Files
General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, then commander in chief in Indochina,
heatedly complained to Minister Heath that subordinate MAAG officers were
requiring “‘excessive justification” for French aid requests. Many of the French
requests had been turned down, he said, and the Amencans “appeared to
have lost interest in Indochina.” They now seemed to be “more mterested in
arming Europe.” After a thorough investigation, General Brink could find no
evidence to substantiate de Lattre’s charges. As far as he could determine, no
member of the advisory group had ever refused to consider French requests
for military equipment.™

General de Lattre’s accusation was but a symptom of French suspicon
and resentment. The Military Assistance Advisory Group was a continuing
reminder that the French could no longer go it alone in Southeast Asia. It was
also tangible evidence to the Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians Lthat
their French patrons were themselves dependent upon a far more power-
ful patron, onc that might someday replace the French as protectors of
Indochina. Even before the last contingents of the advisory group had
arnved, the French commander in chief at the time, General Carpentier, had
already complained that the group was too large. He was, Consul Gullion
noted, at best lukewarm over the prospect of American aid.™

[he refusal ol the French to recognize the importance, or even the neces
sity, of an adivsory group hindered all aspects of the group’s operations. The

American headquarters building, for example, at 284 Rue Cai May in the

Cholon section of Saigon, was old and inadequate. The nckety five-story
structure was located next door to a brothel much favored by troops of the
French foreign legion. Around five o'clock each afternoon the noise in the
crowded Rue Cai May would nise to a crescendo as trucks and busloads of
legionnaires trooped into the house ™

No billets were provided for officers, enlisted men, or dependents. Mem-
bers of the advisory group lived in old hotels described by the embassy as
unfit to live in and bad for the morale, efficiency, and health of the personnel
billeted in them.”™ The Army inspector general noted that billeting facilities in
Vietnam for enlisted men without dependents were especially poor and that
medical support for dependents was almost nonexistent except for that pro
vided by local civilian doctors.® When Minister Heath raised the question of

more adequate housing with the French high commissioner, he was gruflly
' |

asked, “Yours 1s a rnich country, why don't vou build houses?”

In a host of minor wavs the French made life difficult for the advisory
¥ . _ s

Eenera! Iean Ee Eatter de }asmgny

group. The entire cost of renovating and remodehing the headqguarters, fos
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example, was charged to the Americans even though the French retained title

CMH Files . - , .
0 the property. The French also billed the Unitec tates for such items as
telephones, other utilities, and janitorial services, despite Minister Heath's
protest that these items were normally « warged against the governments ol
countries receiving American aid.*™ The French also imposed a stiff luxury tax
and an import duty on such equipment as fans, washing machines, and
relrigerators, even though the items were the property ol the advisory grol p
rather than of individuals

After General de Lattre armmved and the Communisls opened large-scale
offensives in the fall and winter of 1950, the French attitude underwent
some change. Consul Gullion attributed the change to “recognition that the
recent Viet Minh assaults were repulsed only with [the help of] American
weapons.” In public statements, General de Lattre duly credited the part
played by American militan equipment in the victories at Vinh Yen and Mao
Khe, After a time de Lattre even conceded to the Americans the right
know some details of his tactical plans, a concession never made by
predecessaors. Yet once the first flusl those victories passed, General
Lattre and his staff came to adopt a “somewhat more grudging attitude
toward U.5. aid.”™ De Lattre was heard to remark that Minister Heath “was
a dupe, presenting an honest face while all sorts of American machinations
were transpiring behind our backs.” The Amencan legation observed that
“"we are confronted with sudden access of suspiaon and objechon K
Amerncan operations and poelicy in Vielnam, "™ In Apnl 1951 de |
Heath that there were "entirely too many Americans in Indochina
placed the figure at around 700, more than three times the actual number.’

De Lattre directed much of his hostlity and suspicion at an American
group known as the Special Technical and Economic Mission (STEM). The
purpose ol this mission was to Proy ide direct support to the Franco
Viemamese forces” through a varnietv of social. medical. technical, and civil
works programs. Its varied projects included road repair, bridge construction
public health, agricultural assistance, land reclamation, and technical training
Unlike military axd projects, STEM projects were negotiated directly with the

governments of the Associated States, and they were administered jointly by

[y

the Americans and those governments

. ]
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| hat direct contact between American and Vietnamese officials worried

French authonhies. Some members of the speaal mussion, they asserted

“may have been taken in by the more extreme natonalists. ™™ STEM techm

{

cians and administrators did tend to be considerably less sympathetic to the
problems of the French, and more concerned with promoting the self-reliance

3 1 W)
of the Bao Dai government than were members of the advisory group he

Prime Minister of Cambodia, and Vice-President Nixon
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sheer size and expense of many STEM projects also were disconcerting to the
French In the Cholon Aarea of ‘;._:iu\'.rl, for -_'\An:_;rln-, the mission |*!_||ll o
demonstration low-cost housing project, the Cite Nguyen Tn Phuong, with
over a thousand housing units, forty-four commencal buildings, a school, a
dispensary, and a police station, That kind of project, the French complained,
“belittled them in the eves of the Vietnamese When the French tried
to counter STEM influence with whispering campaigns and with planted
anti-Amencan articles in the controlled local press, the resulting general
.1'rntrmphn*n' of ealousy and SUSPICIOn only comphicated the task of the
Military Assistance Advisory Group to establish effective Franco-American
cooperation.

In Washington, meanwhile, the National Secunty Council had established
an interdepartmental Southeast Asia Aid Policy Committee in 1950 to develop
basic policy guwdelines for all American assistance to Southeast Asia. The
committee was primarily a consultahve group. It monitored the workings of
the Mutual Defense Assistance Program and the Economic Aid and the
Technical Assistance (“Point 4”) Programs administered by the Economic
Cooperation Admunistration. The Aid Policy Committee had no direct opera-
tional responsibility for any of those programs, but it was responsible for
ensuring that major policy directives in regard to Southeast Asia axd programs
were carried out.”

Military assistance for Southeast Asia was also subject to the supervision
of the interagency Foreign Military Assistance Coordinating Committee, which
directed all Amencan mihtary assistance abroad. The relationship between
this committee and the Southeast Asia Aid Policy Committee was never
clearly spelled out, but the latter exercised a vague mandate to ensure thal
the military assistance programs implemented by the Foreign .\lil‘.:..‘x'}' A 5515
tance Coordinating Committee produced no unfavorable pobtical repercus-
sions.”> Within the Department of Defense the military assistance program
was administered by the Office of Military Assistance under the direchon of
the Office of the Secretary of Defense. With the completion of these arrange-
ments in Washington, the mechanics of American aid were settied, yet many
observers wondered whether French forces in Indochina, with Chinese Com-
munist troops just to the north, would survive long enough to beneht from
that aid

www.history.army.mil
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Most American officials regarded the Geneva Agreements as a major defeat
tor United States policy in Southeast Asia, Under terms of a separate military
agreement between the French and the Viet Minh, Vielnam was partitioned
along the 17th Parallel.’ Armed forces of the Viet Minh were to regroup north
of the parallel, French forces to the south. No new equipment or troops were
to be introduced into Vietnam except as replacements, a proviso to be super
vised by an International Control Commission (ICC) composed of representa
tives of India, Poland, and Canada

On 21 July 1954 a majority of the governments participating in the confer-
ence—the Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of China, France, the United
Kingdom, Cambodia, Laos, and the Viet Minh—adopted a final declaration
confirming the military agreements and adding a provision that general
elections were to be held in July 1956 under the supervision of the commis
sion. Neither the United States nor the Bao Dai government (known as the
State of Vietnam) concurred in the final declaratbion, although the United
States pledged to “refrain from the threat or the use of force to disturb” the
agreements while warning that “it would view any renewal of aggression in
violation of the agreements with grave concern and as seriously threaten-
ing international peace and security,”?

.‘\Hh("l,"h American officials ndnph-d a pll".l\' attitude of r'u.“lldu'd oph
mism toward the agreements, private assessments were gloomy. The -3
Plans Division of the Army staff observed that American prestige and influ-
ence in Southeast Asia had been seriously lowered and Communist influence
correspondingly increased by the Geneva Agreements. As a result the achieve-
ment of U.S. objectives in Southeast Asia had become "far more difficult and

costly.”” The National Security Council was even more pessimistic, pointing
oul that the Communists had secured an "advance salient”™ from which to
mount operations against neighboring countries. The council’s Operations
Coordinating Board declared that the Geneva Agreements represented
drastic defeat of key [Amencan| |-~l|u|l'~ the psyche Wogical and politica
effects of which will be felt throughout the Far East and around the globe
“lI think this is going to be looked back on as a great mistake,” predicted
Admiral Radtord to Vice President Nixon. "It 1s a black day for us,” the vice
'w-'-qlh'll‘ agreed
Until Dien Bien Phu the bwe |nun:,*.|l goals of the Armv, and ol

American agencies, had been to foster a genuinely independent State
Vietnam with its own army and to have a strong voice in forming and
training that army. lronically, both of those objectives were substantially
achieved only after Dien Bien Phu and the Geneva settlement had rendered
them irrelevant for Vietham as a whole. Independence was largely attainec

on 3 June 1954 with the initaling by France and the Bao Dai government ol
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ll".v'w;‘il g a plal Ol en (e ve Pl { the Viel
named REDLAND and based on ¢ | veloped 1in 19499 by General Jama
in Fleet for the Greek \ agamst mdigenous Commung " B

guerrillas. O Daniel wanted solidate l|'ul eizhly-0 il ns ol the : f e ; CMH Files
Vietnamese Army une divis while keeping eight high s = : 2

ve 1O OCCUpyY areas wo O he enemy, He intended
provide air anc aval st t 1 ! | v would suppl
military assistance and divisic eV

A\ III'!‘}"'.I“."'E"- ation. REDLAND was 1o b \ -"il'l-“ Wil
I three Vietnamese divisions were to clear |
Mekong Delta. In phase two an amphibious task
o

a1 Vinh in central Vietnam. j1oinis 2 with
the final phase the Vietnamese
dence in the earlier actions
the Viet Minh in the Red
recalled “was to create ent
along " The operation was
cal warlare campaign o cony
armes symbohzed the ‘|nh“ endence
Vietnamese army [was]| piling up s
o provide the troops I ne ope
and strengthen the Vielnames: ¥ Progri
and concepts. More training facilities, including a command and g«
collegs n amphibious |t 1 a speaalist training O
to be estab hed and Viet
o training schools in the United
Since General Van Fleet ha
-[‘u'-ul assistant, | Col. Willlam
Van Fleet to Hong Kong to present
ndorsed it. General Ely, on the othe
plan too comj lex and believed it to | unrealish
to operations in the south while the princapal and
the north.”™
Ely was nevertheless becoming ever more interested i Amencan train
the Vietnamese Army. Al the beginning of June 1954, he lormally
wied that O'Daniel and the United States 10in France irgamzing and
training the Army of Vietnam." O'Damel told General Ridgway that has hirst

v A
would L eOrEaniza the einal U My mnlo regina

unils. Because most Vielnames atiahons wers ommilt

ive operabbons and General Navi was reluctant to pul
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two treaties which recognized Vietnam as “"a fully independent and sovereign
state invested with all the competence recognized by international law.” Yet
those treaties,
less than seven wecks before the agreement at Ceneva effectively created two
separate countries, a Democrahc prulmr of Vielnam (North Vietnam) and a

while ostensibly applying to all of Vietnam, were concluded

State of Vietnam (South Vietnam). Only the latter was in any meaningful way
under the jurisdiction of the Bao Dai government

Reorganizing the Vietnamese Army

Tiw Umited States now also achieved its other aim. a role in traiming a
Vietnamese Army. Although the French had long resisted any such
Amencan role, as their military posibon had grown more precanous in the
spring of 1954 they had become more amenable. By early May General Ely
had consented to allow Amerncans to partiapate in training the Vietnamese
Army as well as to place U.S. advisers with Vietnamese units. The French
command would, however, retain operational control.

By that time American officials were beginning to reconsider the French
offer. From Saigon, Charge d’'Affaires Robert McClintock observed that “the
complete apathy of the Vietnamese populace . . . the absolute breakdown of
the mobilization plan, internecine rivalries between the few men capable of
showing leadership and the lack of leadership from Bao Dai and his minis-
tries” all made the task of increasing the elfectiveness of the Vietnamese
Army in a relatively short time extremely difficult, if not impossible.” Army
Chief of Staff Ridgway, commenting on what he called F]_\"a “tronic offer,”
warned that the assumption of responsibility by the United States for training
and leading Vietnamese forces “while the French shll retained overall control
would put the U.S. in an invidious position, where we would be blamed for
failures even though these failures were beyond our control and authority.””

General O’'Daniel, however, was amaous to proceed. On 13 May he urged
that the United States act quickly before the end of the Geneva Conlerence
to expand the Military Assistance Advisory Group and to reorganize the
Vietnamese Army into 9 divisions.” O'Daniel wanted 4 light and 5 medium
divisions, each to consist of 3 regiments of 3 battalions. The light divisions
would have only shoulder weapons and light mortars; the medium divisions,
some artillery and heavy mortars.”

Despite the disaster at Dien Bien Phu, General O'Daniel believed that the
war in Indochina could still be won." Since early March he and his staff had

U.S. Army Center of Military History



out for reorganization and training, O'Dantel suggested wil wirawing a lew
ofhcers and noncommussioned officers from each battalion v form cadres
for new battalions and regiments, Again the French were unenthusiastic
Navarre did state noted O'Daniel, “that if the Vietnamese could furnish
the men and the U.S. the equipment he would have no objections, He
have felt this was sale¢ sltatement would like to call him on i

By that time Washington was becoming wary of all French proposals
oecretary of State Dulles suspected that Ely’'s request might be part of a
French scheme “to draw the US. into [the Vietnam] conflict without having

U.S. conditions on intervention met.” Other Amencan officials feared that the

.

military situation had already degenerated to such a point that a training

program, no matter how well conceived, would have no chance of influe

-

g the outcome
O'Damel protested any delay In undertaking a traini
beliecved that a liberal reading of the Military Assistance
directive to perform “end use checks of American equip
rationalized as a cover to begin reorganizing the Vietnamese Army

his intentions became known in Washington, General Ridgway is5ue

mstructions that O'Daniel was to “make no commitments whals

A

regard to tramming.”™ A fe lays later, however, Secretary Dulles

that O'Daniel might “assist adwi rin the trammmang activities of

nam National Army” and approved augmenting the Military Assistance
sory Group by ninely spaces. The key word was apparently “advising,”

the sanction was “‘not to be construed a: ipproval of a MAAG Training
iy

Even after the CGeneva Conlerence, General O'Daniel continued his
appeals for authonty to form a training mission. Vietnam, O'Daniel believed
would prove a testing ground for determining the ability of the United Stat
o combat the kind of wartare Communist troons would hope to employ
everywhere, including the United States

For most Amencan leaders, however, the reluctance to assume responsi
oility for tramning had grown even slronge On 2 August 1954 General
Ridgway, who had long opposed American intervention in Indochina, recom
mended that “belore the United States assumes responsibility for training the
forces of anv of the Associated States” four essential conditions should be
met., The conditions, which would consititute the position of the Jomt Chiets

of Statt tor the next hive months, were
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(1) A reasonably strong, stable, avil government in control. It is hopeless to

CMH Files : expect a U.S. military training mission to achieve success unless the nation

concerned is able to etleclively perform [its] governmental funchions
(2) The government of the
United States assume responsibility for training its forces

(3) Arrangements should be made with the French providing for the
phased orderly withdrawal of French forces, French officials and French
advisors from Indochina. The United States from the beginning should insist
on dealing directly with the governments of the respective Associated States.
(4) The size and 'unn_;‘-n,\itlun of the forces of each of the Associated States

4

Associated States should formally l‘(!l."‘-\l hat the

should be dictated by the local military requirements and the overall
interests.

Diem Comes to Power

Il‘. the summer of 1954 those conditions appeared unlikely to be fulfilled. In
South Vietnam a strong and stable civil government seemed especially far
from realization. A government with Ngo Dinh Diem as prnime minister
which had taken office in Saigon on 7 July 1954, talked bravely of achieving
real mdv:‘rmiv:wv and victory over communism, but in fact it was in a
precarious position. Although Diem had a reputation for incorruptible hon-
esty and uncompromising nationalism, he was also mexpenienced, shy, dog-
matic, and relatively unknown outside his native Annam. Bao Dai offered
him little support, the French were suspicious of his ultranationalism, and
most other South Vietnamese leaders, unwilling to be assocated with a
government that might well collapse, held themselves aloof. The government
as instituted consisted primarily of Diem’s relatives.

Born in 1901 in Hue, the new prnme minster came from a Catholic
mandarin family. After attending the French school of administration in Hue,
Diem rose rapidly in the mandarinate. In 1933 he resigned his post as

munister of the interior, the most

important position in the emperor's govern-
ment, to protest the French refusal to allow more Vietnamese partiapation in
governing the countrv. For the next twenty vears he held no office he
?x:;‘..nu'w offered him a pasition in their puppet regime after then March 1945
coup, and Ho Chi Minh personally invited him to join the Viet Minh govern-
ment in 1946, but Diem refused both offers. He left Vietnam in 1950 and
spent two years at Maryknoll seminaries in the United States before settling
in Europe in 1953, On 7 June 1954 Bao Dai invited Diem to become prime
minister. The emperor had little choice—there was simply no other non
Communist leader of Diem’s stature who was not tainted by close association
with the French.

“Tell me about Diem,” an Amencan joumalist asked a Viet

observing that the prime minister reminded him of a priest
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n'l»hnl the Vielnamese, “A ;wit'wl at

- . - . . Y . - 3 . M
confessional, Diem is @ monk living behind stone walls. He knows nothing.

least learns of the world Hl'lnl}::l the

he Geneva settlement had denied Diem the heavily Catholic districts of
the North, which would have been a basic source of his support. Large areas
of South Vietnam were still ruled by Viet Minh shadow governments in rural
villages and districts; other regions were under the firm control of two
politico-religious sects, the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao, which had their own
private armies subsidized by the French.™ Not even in Saigon was the Diem
government in complete command, for a gangster organization, the Binh
Xuyen, controlled the city’s police. Neither the sects nor the Binh Xuyen were
represented in the Diem government

The National Army of Vietnam had, in the opinion of U.S. observers,
experienced “a complete breakdown of combat capabilities since the cease
fire and the stopping of supplies from the United States.”*® On paper the
army numbered about 150,000 men plus 35,000 auxiliaries, all organized into
some 125 battalions. Many of the battalions were considerably understrength
through desertion and defections to the Viet Minh, and all lacked adequate
combat support and combat service support units. The best units were the
Vietnamese paratroopers, some of whom had fought in the final battles of
1954, but they were few in number. In facl, the army’s weakness probably
benefited the Diem regime since Chiel of Staff Hinh, the son of former
Premier Nguyen Van Tam, was Diem’s avowed enemy. Counting the French
Expeditionary Corps, the armies of the sects and the Binh Xuyen, and Hinh's
forces, there were five separate and competing armies in South Vietnam,
none fully supporting the Diem government.™ Facing the Vietnamese and the
dwindling French forces were approximately 230,000 veteran Viet Minh regu
lars organized into nine infantry and two artillery divisions backed by more
than 100,000 “Armed People’s Militia.”*
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The Decision on Training

Vu'u:n}; South Vietnam in late summer of 1954-—a country burdened with
refugees, rent by the power struggles of the sects, and threatened by a
formidable Viet Minh presence in the provinces—the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff
were reluctant to begin a long-term military training program unless the four
conditions set out by General Ridgway could be met. Secretary of State Dulles
reasoned differently. Conceding that the Diem government was “far from
strong or stable,” Dulles believed that “one of the most efficent means of
enabling the [South] Vietnamese Government to become strong is to assist it
in reorganizing the National Army and in training that army.” He suggested
that training could be undertaken as one of a number of political and eco
nomic measures to strenghen the Vietnamese government.™ In an informal
conversation with Army staff planners Dulles explained that the sole purpose
of the reorganized South Vietnamese Army would be to maintain internal
security; any external threat would be met by a new regional defense organi
zation lor Southeast Asia that was then being discussed in Manila by repre
sentatives of the United States, France, Britain, Austraba, and various Asian
nations. Given the limited mission of the South Vietnamese Army, a force ol
about 50,000 would be adequate; since that mission was to defend against
political subversion, “guidance as to the size and nature of the forces should
come from the State Department rather than the Joint Chiefs of Staff.” The
important thing, Dulles told Deputy Defense Secretary Robert B. Anderson
was "to start training rather than worry about the specific number of ;-«-nplr
we are prepared to train.""

Anderson agreed, as did the other members of the National Security
Council and the president, who, on 12 August, approved NSC 5429/1 provid
ing for U.S, assistance, “working through the French only insofar as neces
sary,” in the creation of indigenous military forces for internal security

lhe State Department on 18 August notified the French government that
the United States intended to assign a training mission to its Military Assis
tance Advisory Group in Vietnam I'wo days later President Eisenhower
approved a new policy statement on Southeast Asia, NSC 542972, which called
upon the United States to “make every possible effort, not openly inconsis-
tent with the U.S. position as to the |[Geneva] armistice agreements, 1o defeal
Communist subversion and influence and to maintain and support friendly
non-Communist governments” in Indochina and reaffirmed the decision to
assist the non-Communist states economically and militanly. ™
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On 8 gt'l\h_"l‘.l;'_‘t_‘l v’t‘l"rl'\t'fﬂ.i!l‘-'t‘}l of bntain, France, the United Stales io that which they had just declared to be unwise and impossible, Actually,
New Zealand, Australia, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Thailand signed the the Joint Chiels designed their statement as a bureaucratic compromise, e
. - " 3 ul ¢ - \e 4 o . 5 Rt aased x ?1 b fras ITICF T CWMTTAT . s
aoutheast Asia Collective Defense Treaty, which established a loose regional put on record the military’s objections to the traiming program and therel

‘ ; A shatt responsibility to the p cal leaders e at the same time all a the
defense organization, the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). Its utt responsibility to the political le rs wh it ¢l ime time allowing the
- < : Ay yrogram to proceed
members pledged to “act to meet the common danger” in the event of G foces siwagnn _ ‘ .
v : ' _ 39 : . s 'he Joint Chiefs of Staff, and particularly the Army staff, had
aggression agamnst anv of the signatories. Unlhike NATO, SEATO would .
p . ' 52 succeeded in preventing the commitment of Amencan combat forces in
have no standing military forces, and the members made no specific Pll‘dt:t'
: * ‘ : ; ; nam. Having nsked much, fought hard, and won the fight, Army leaders
of military action. A scparate protocol of the treaty extended its security , - . . ' .
- thought it foolish to quarrel over » relatively minor issue of Amen
lraiming assistance. As the Assistant Chiel of for ( "}\1'7.111.“‘\‘. Lt

provisions to Laos, Cambodia, and the “free territory under the jurisdiction of
the State of ‘.‘w:n.‘:m" :.hullld ”‘.a-?';‘ natbons xuqln",i assistance . l‘m,l.‘ M

% > ETON Gavin, recalled we in the Army were so relieved that we
I'he Joinl Chiefs of Staff, meanwhile, continued a rearguard action against :

blocked the decision to commit ground troops to Vietnam that we wer
assuming training responsibilities. When the State Department was drafting mood to quibble.”** Whatever the motives, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
its letter of 18 August to the French government, the Joint Chiefs objected to agreed to a proposal that set in motion a chain of events that wou
the wording on the grounds that the French might interpret it to mean that prove irreversible

the United States was prepared to furnish training assistance regardless of

French compliance with the American conditions ' On 22 September the Joint

Chiefs declared that the provisions of the Geneva cease-fire agreement would CMH Files

present a major obstacle to introducing a sufficient number of American

training personnel and additional arms and equipment.*

But by mid-October 1954 the Joint Chiefs had acceded. While still strongly
opposed to a Vielnamese training program, “from a military pont of view,”
they agreed to go along “if it is considered that political considerations are
overriding.”*" In fact, the Joint Chiefs were well aware that Dulles, the State
Department, and most members of the National Security Council considered
precisely those conditions overnding. The outspoken desire of such powerful
officials as Secretary Dulles and presidential assistant Robert Cutler to see
the training program undertaken may have contributed to their capitula-
tion, and they may also have been aware that President Eisenhower himself
wanted it. Only three days after the Joint Chiefs acquiesced, the president
told the National Secunty Counal that “in the land of the blind, the one-eyed
men are kings. What we want is a Vielnamese force which will support
hem the obvious thing to do is simply to authorize O'Daniel to use up
to X millions of dollars to produce the maximum number of Vietnamese units
which Prime Minister Diem can depend on to sustain himself in power.”™
Read literally, the Joint Chiefs’ position was quite illogical. Their paper P

said that the creation of an effective Vietnamese Army under existing condi- ;
tions was impaossible, but they were nevertheless prepared to undertake the - - : \
task because of political considerations. In other words, they would agree to )
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